A descriptive review of neuropathic-like pain after burn injury.
This study reviews the natural history of neuropathic-like pain after burn injury. We undertook a retrospective chart review during a 24-month period of patients treated at an outpatient burn center. The medical records of patients with neuropathic-like pain complaints, including the sensation of pins and needles, burning, stabbing, shooting, or "electric" sensations, were included for analysis. Medical and demographic data were collected. We identified 72 patients for inclusion in the study. The age was 44 +/- 2 years (mean +/- SEM), and TBSA burned was 18 +/- 3%. The first complaint of neuropathic-like symptoms was at 4.3 +/- 0.5 months after injury. Documentation of improvement in the symptoms occurred at 7.0 +/- 0.8 months. Symptoms persisted for 13.1 +/- 2.2 months after the injury. Patients were followed for 14.5 +/- 2.2 months. Documented initial pain severity score was 7 +/- 1 of 10. Typical exacerbating factors included temperature change, dependent position, light touch, and weight-bearing activities. Common alleviating factors included rest, massage, compression garment use, and elevation. Treatment regimens often included gabapentin (38%) and steroid injections (21%). Hypertrophic scarring (43%), pruritus (40%), and psychiatric diagnoses (36%) were common associated problems. There is a patterned natural history for neuropathic-like pain after burn injury. This clinical entity involves significant pain complaints and persists, on average, for greater than 1 year after injury, which underscores the importance of long-term outpatient care after burn injury. Furthermore, an understanding of the natural history will assist clinicians in prognosticating and caring for burn survivors with pain after wound closure.